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Abstract
Customer misbehavior in service settings is problematic for two reasons: (1) because of the direct damage it causes and (2)
because of additional negative effects that arise from the contagion of such misbehavior. The authors extend existing theory
of customer misbehavior by studying its contagious effect. The investigation focuses on access-based services, defined as trans-
actions in which multiple consumers successively gain temporal, short-term access to a good, while legal ownership remains with
the service provider (e.g., car sharing and fashion rentals). Due to the nature of these services, they are especially prone to indi-
rect customer misbehavior, which is directed at the accessed product and occurs in the absence of others. Two online experi-
ments provide the first empirical evidence for a contagiousness of misbehavior and reveal that this effect is driven by customers’
perceptions of the social norms among the customer group. Moreover, they indicate that greater strength of the accessed prod-
uct’s brand as well as lower anonymity of the accessed product’s owner attenuate contagion. A field experiment shows that an
increase in the communal identification among access-based service customers reverses the contagious effect, with customers
more likely to remove signs of previous users’ misbehavior. The results suggest that access-based service providers should
address customer misbehavior by (a) investing in the products they offer access to, (b) establishing more personal relationships
with customers, and, foremost, (c) increasing communal identification among customers.
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Really wanted to like this [Zipcar] but our first experience was not
great. Reservation process on-line was pretty painless but the car
was disgusting inside and out. Big coffee/hot chocolate spill on the
passenger seat, crumbs everywhere and it stank of smoke. This car
was dirrrrty and clearly had not been cleaned for several weeks (we
are talking old crusty dirt here not new dirt from just one person).
(Review from a Zipcar customer on yelp.com)
In this product review, the customer is not satisfied with the
condition of the vehicle rented through Zipcar. He or she
appears to attribute its state of cleanliness to not just one
customer but multiple previous customers. Specifically, the
customer suspects that the vehicle has not been cleaned for
weeks, and dirt has built upon prior dirt. This suggests the
possibility that bad behavior by one customer may encour-
age others to behave in a similar fashion, and that this con-
tagion of misbehavior is based not on observing someone
who engages in the behavior but based solely on observing
the outcome of prior usage.
The described situation is an example of customer misbe-
havior, which is the act of deliberately disobeying commonly
accepted codes of conduct in a consumption situation by
inappropriate handling, damage, or overuse of the product
(Fullerton and Punj 2004). Customer misbehavior is a part
of the daily business of firms in many sectors (Fisk et al.
2010). The consequences range from costs for handling and
recovery (Verhoef et al. 2009) to deleterious effects on
employees (Bitner, Booms, and Mohr 1994) to deterioration
of other customers’ satisfaction (Grove and Fisk 1997).
The contagiousness of customer misbehavior, although con-
ceptualized in previous research (Harris and Reynolds 2003;
Verhoef et al. 2009), has not been empirically quantified and
validated. Additionally, existing research has focused on mis-
behavior that occurs in the presence of others and is directed
at employees and other customers (Fisk et al. 2010). Examples
include verbal or physical abuse, cutting the queue, or unwar-
ranted complaining, all of which we categorize as ‘‘direct
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misbehavior.’’ Customer misbehavior can also occur in the
absence of employees and other customers and be directed at
the resources necessary for service delivery (e.g., vandalism;
McColl-Kennedy et al. 2009), which we describe as ‘‘indirect
misbehavior.’’ The present study investigates the contagious
effect of such indirect misbehavior.
Although various settings exist in which indirect customer
misbehavior can occur, the Zipcar review refers to misbehavior
contagion in an access-based service. Such services comprise
transactions in which multiple consumers successively gain
temporal, short-term access to a good (e.g., Bardhi and
Eckhardt 2012; Schaefers, Lawson, and Kukar-Kinney 2015).
Examples include car and bicycle sharing (e.g., Zipcar and
Capital Bikeshare), short-term rentals of fashion items (e.g.,
Bag Borrow or Steal), or peer-to-peer platforms in which con-
sumers offer others use of goods they own (e.g., RelayRides
and AirBnB). In the context of access-based services, the con-
tagious effect of indirect misbehavior is particularly relevant
for several reasons. First, misbehavior directed at resources
(i.e., the accessed good) likely leads to malfunctions or a gen-
eral nonavailability, negatively affecting service delivery for
other customers. Second, because customers often use these
services in the absence of a service provider representative, the
likelihood of misbehavior may be higher. Customers may
assume a lower risk of misbehavior detection, which reduces
their mental restraints and increases the likelihood of misbeha-
vior (Wirtz and Kum 2004). Third, in some cases, the accessed
good passes directly from one customer to the next, without an
interim return to the service provider, as in free-floating car
sharing services (Firnkorn and Mu¨ller 2011). The service pro-
vider cannot examine the good after each use in order to elim-
inate signs of previous misbehavior and thus alleviate a
possible contagion. The access-based service context hence
offers a good opportunity to investigate the contagiousness of
indirect customer misbehavior.
Based on criminology’s broken windows theory (Kelling
and Coles 1997), we provide empirical support for misbehavior
contagion, identify perceived social norms as the mediator, and
show that the strength of the accessed product’s brand as well
as reduced anonymity of the accessed product’s owner attenu-
ate contagion. Moreover, our findings reveal that communal
identification among customers reverses the contagious effect.
From a managerial perspective, our findings support service
providers in their efforts to address customer misbehavior.
Conceptual Background
Customer Misbehavior
Customer misbehavior is defined as behavior that deliber-
ately violates generally accepted norms of conduct in con-
sumption situations (Fullerton and Punj 2004). It includes
shoplifting (e.g., Cox, Cox, and Moschis 1990), cutting the
queue (e.g., Moore, Moore, and Capella 2005), illegitimate
product returns (e.g., Harris and Daunt 2011), as well as ver-
bal and physical abuse of employees, customers, or company
resources (e.g., Bitner, Booms, and Mohr 1994). Such beha-
vior, and the individuals exhibiting it, has also been referred
to as deviant customer behavior (Harris and Daunt 2011),
dysfunctional customers (Gong, Yi, and Choi 2014), problem
customers (Bitner, Booms, and Mohr 1994), or jaycustomers
(Lovelock 1994).
Misbehavior appears endemic to customer-firm interac-
tions (Fisk et al. 2010). It may impede business operations
through a negative effect on the company, a negative effect
on other customers’ service experience, and a contagious
effect on other customers’ behavior. First, misbehavior harms
the service provider if company property is damaged and
recovery costs are incurred (Verhoef et al. 2009), or if
employees are negatively affected in terms of satisfaction,
morale, and performance (Bitner, Booms, and Mohr 1994).
Second, misbehavior by one customer may reduce other cus-
tomers’ satisfaction (Bitner, Booms, and Tetreault 1990;
Grove and Fisk 1997). Third, customers who misbehave
might implicitly encourage others to engage in misbehavior
(Harris and Reynolds 2003; Verhoef et al. 2009).
This research focuses on the third negative consequence of
misbehavior, a contagiousness of one or more customers’
misbehavior on other customers, which Harris and Reynolds
(2003, p. 153) describe as ‘‘domino effects.’’ Although such
effects have previously been conceptualized and the qualita-
tive study by Harris and Reynolds (2003) found some sup-
porting evidence, a quantitative empirical investigation is
missing. We intend to enhance the understanding of interper-
sonal effects of customer misbehavior in the context of
access-based services.
Access-Based Services
Access-based services are defined as services that allow cus-
tomers to access a good, physical facility, network, labor, or
space for a defined period of time, in return for an access pay-
ment, while legal ownership remains with the proprietor, who
is often the service provider (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Love-
lock and Gummesson 2004; Schaefers, Lawson, and Kukar-
Kinney 2015). The phenomenon is linked to the broader
context of collaborative consumption (Botsman and Rogers
2010; Leismann et al. 2013), which also includes transactions
that are not market mediated (e.g., swapping and not-for-
profit communal sharing). Access-based services have been
referred to as nonownership services (Lovelock and Gummes-
son 2004; Wittkowski, Moeller, and Wirtz 2013), product-
sharing services (Johnson, Herrmann, and Huber 1998), or
product service systems (Mont 2002).
Unlike in an ownership context, customers do not acquire
full property rights to the product, but rather obtain temporary
access while the burdens of ownership, such as rental and repair
responsibilities, remain with the owner (Moeller and Witt-
kowski 2010; Wittkowski, Moeller, and Wirtz 2013). In most
access-based services, manufactured goods or durables consti-
tute the core of the offering (Lovelock and Gummesson 2004).
As the expected life span of such goods exceeds the access
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period of a single customer, multiple customers can succes-
sively use the provided good. Although access-based services
entail shared access to a good, they are not altruistic (Belk
2010). Their use might be influenced by a desire to share, but
they are based on an economic exchange of access fees paid
by customers (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012).
Access-based services are not new as renting and leasing
have long existed. Yet, they are gaining relevance due to
changes in consumers’ lifestyles and technological advance-
ments (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012; Moeller and Wittkowski
2010). Successful companies (e.g., erento.com) capitalize on
these trends by offering access to a vast range of goods includ-
ing musical instruments and bulldozers. A common example of
an access-based service is car sharing, in which an owner,
whether a service provider or an individual, gives customers
access to a car. Recently, the car sharing market has grown and
gained momentum from the market entry of car manufacturers,
such as Daimler (Crossland 2011).
Access-based service customers engage in three types of
interactions. First, they interact with the accessed product,
as the product itself is critical to the service exchange (Schae-
fers 2013). Second, customers interact with the service provi-
der, for instance, when registering or reserving products
(Durgee and O’Connor 1995). Third, customers may interact
with other users. This interaction may occur directly, when
seeing others who use the service (Schaefers 2013), or indir-
ectly via signs of previous usage (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012).
We explore moderators related to these three interactions, as
they may offer an opportunity for service providers to influ-
ence customer behavior.
Customer Misbehavior in Access-Based Services
There appears to be a heightened risk of misuse when custom-
ers access goods without owning them (Durgee and O’Connor
1995). Similarly, Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012) highlight the fre-
quency of indirect misbehavior in access-based services and
find that users exhibit only a minimal sense of responsibility
toward the accessed product. Overall, customer misbehavior
in access-based services features two unique aspects—the rele-
vance of misbehavior directed at shared assets and the occur-
rence of indirect misbehavior.
The first particularity relates to the successive access to a
good by different customers. A prerequisite for efficient func-
tioning of the access-based service is the responsible behavior
of customers. This coincides with responsibilities found in
sharing, such as ‘‘taking care not to damage shared possessions,
not overusing these things . . . and cleaning up so that others
will find the resources in a similar state of readiness for their
own use’’ (Belk 2010, p. 717). Users of access-based services
who fail to fulfill these responsibilities disrupt the consumption
order. Our definition of customer misbehavior in access-based
services thus spans inappropriate handling, damage, or overuse
of the accessed good.
The second particularity is that in access-based services,
compared with retail or hospitality settings, the likelihood of
indirect misbehavior increases, as products are commonly used
without any supervision by service personnel. Free-floating car
sharing services, for example, give customers access to a fleet
of vehicles. Cars may be parked at any public parking space in
the operating area, and customers individually access a car and
terminate the rental anywhere they choose, without the service
provider checking the vehicle upon its return. Although such
business models increase flexibility for customers (Schaefers
2013), service firms face the challenge of assessing the condi-
tion of the good. Due to the outlined particularities, access-
based service providers require ways of reducing customer
misbehavior contagion. In the following, we therefore propose
hypotheses regarding such approaches.
Hypotheses Development
We next present our theoretical framework for a contagious-
ness of misbehavior, its mediation via perceived social norms,
and the moderation by brand strength, relationship type, and
communal identification. An illustration of the hypothesized
effects appears in Figure 1.
Contagious Effect of Customer Misbehavior in Access-
Based Services
In general, a person’s behavior is contagious if it induces oth-
ers to act in the same way (Jones and Jones 1992). Contagion
has been investigated in services with a focus on emotional
contagion between employees and customers, for both posi-
tive and negative emotions (e.g., Dallimore, Sparks, and
Butcher 2007; Hennig-Thurau et al. 2006; Luong 2005). Pre-
vious research also offers evidence of a contagious effect of
unethical behavior. Gino, Ayal, and Ariely (2009), for
instance, found that observing peers engaged in unethical
behavior, such as cheating on a test, increases the observers’
level of unethical behavior.
Both emotional contagion in service encounters and conta-
gion of unethical behavior are based on observation of others
and thus represent direct misbehavior. To hypothesize the con-
tagiousness of indirect misbehavior, we draw from criminol-
ogy’s broken windows theory (Kelling and Wilson 1982),
which predicts contagion of misconduct. The theory postulates
that urban decay (e.g., vandalized urban environments) signals
previous misconduct and spawns criminal activities; directly
witnessing misbehavior is not required. Although some of the
implications of broken windows theory for policing have been
critically discussed (Harcourt 2009), the theory has found wide
application in sociology and social psychology (e.g., Sampson,
Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley 2002; Wilcox et al. 2004).
Applied to the context of access-based services, broken win-
dows theory suggests that encountering signs of previous cus-
tomers’ misbehavior should be contagious. The theory argues
that misbehavior contagion arises because of changes in per-
ceived social norms. Disordered environmental conditions
offer a cue that the behavior leading to such conditions is com-
mon and feasible (i.e., is part of the social norms in this
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environment). Exhibiting similar misbehavior is perceived to
be normal, which in turn makes misbehavior by this individual
more likely. In an empirical test of the theory, Keizer, Linden-
berg, and Steg (2008, p. 1684) find support for a contagious
effect and conclude that ‘‘as a certain norm-violating behavior
becomes more common, it will negatively influence confor-
mity to other norms and rules.’’ Specifically, in a series of six
field experiments in which the level of disorder in common
public spaces was manipulated, the authors found that signs
of misbehavior (e.g., graffiti and litter) encouraged others to
behave disruptively and led to other inappropriate behavior
(e.g., stealing).
Because access-based service settings involve multiple
customers who do not necessarily directly interact with each
other, the condition of the product will likely lead to infer-
ences about which behaviors are acceptable. Previous misbe-
havior can be assumed to increase perceptions that the norm
is to misbehave. We propose that it is this increase in percep-
tions that most people engage in misbehavior that results in
the contagious effect.
Hypothesis 1: Previous misbehavior (vs. no previous
misbehavior) by other customers in an access-based ser-
vice increases the misbehavior of subsequent customers.
Hypothesis 2: Previous misbehavior (vs. no previous
misbehavior) by other customers in an access-based ser-
vice increases perceptions that the social norm is to
misbehave.
Hypothesis 3: Perceptions of social norms mediate the
effect of previous misbehavior by other customers in
an access-based service on subsequent customers’
misbehavior.
The Role of Product Brand Strength for Customer
Misbehavior Contagiousness
The product that customers access is at the core of an access-
based service (Wittkowski, Moeller, and Wirtz 2013). When
considering misbehavior, the condition of the product serves
as a cue of previous customers’ conduct, which varies with
each usage. At the same time, there may be other cues that the
accessed product sends out which are stable and not affected by
each usage, such as the accessed product’s brand (Teas and
Agarwal 2000). Broken windows theory suggests that the same
misbehavior in a nice versus a less nice neighborhood differen-
tially affects perceptions of social norms, and thus contagion
(Kelling and Wilson 1982). The nature of a nice neighborhood
indicates that misbehavior is an unlikely event and thus influ-
ences the extent to which an occurrence of misbehavior is
contagious.
Similarly, we predict that the strength of the accessed
product’s brand moderates perceptions of misbehavior. Pro-
viders may offer a number of brands as part of their service.
For instance, Zipcar’s fleet is comprised of mass-market and
premium brands. We propose that a stronger brand (i.e., a
brand with a more favorable image) should prompt percep-
tions similar to that of an upscale neighborhood. Encounter-
ing previous misbehavior should thus reduce the perception
that such behavior is the norm and reduce the likelihood of
subsequent misbehavior.
Hypothesis 4: The strength of the accessed product’s
brand moderates misbehavior contagion, such that as
brand strength increases, the effects of previous misbeha-
vior on subsequent customers’ perceptions of social
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Figure 1. Conceptual model.
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The Role of Ownership Anonymity for Customer
Misbehavior Contagiousness
According to broken windows theory, anonymity among indi-
viduals influences the extent to which signals of previous mis-
conduct are incorporated into observers’ perceptions of social
norms (Kelling and Coles 1997). For instance, in urban envir-
onments, which tend to be characterized by anonymity, it is
more likely that disorder leads individuals to perceive misbeha-
vior to be part of the social norms, thereby increasing the
chance of similar behavior. In rural environments, on the other
hand, anonymity is generally lower and signs of misbehavior
are thus less likely to influence perceived social norms and the
spreading of disorder.
In their conceptualization of customer misbehavior, Fuller-
ton and Punj (2004) propose that the more impersonal (i.e.,
anonymous) a company is perceived to be, the more likely mis-
behavior will occur. The authors argue that with greater social
distance between a company and a customer, the former is
viewed more as an abstract entity, which reduces the normative
barrier to misbehave. Although traditional, market-mediated
access-based services are characterized by anonymity between
the customer and the service provider, more personal forms of
access-based services exist. Peer-to-peer sharing platforms, for
instance, offer access to objects owned by other individuals,
rather than companies. For such services, customers still pay
a fee for accessing an object, making it an equally market-
mediated context as professional access-based services; how-
ever, the owner of the accessed product is an identified individ-
ual instead of an impersonal service provider. As the initiation
of service delivery commonly includes virtual or even personal
contact between the customer and the owner, such peer-to-peer
settings are characterized by a lower degree of anonymity than
professional access-based services. This should in turn
decrease the likelihood of misbehavior contagion. Thus, we
propose that encountering signs of previous misbehavior when
accessing a product owned by an anonymous service provider
will draw more inferences that such behavior is part of the
social norms than when accessing a product owned by an iden-
tified individual.
Hypothesis 5: Anonymity of the owner moderates mis-
behavior contagion, such that the effects of previous mis-
behavior on subsequent customers’ perceptions of social
norms and on misbehavior are stronger when the
accessed product is owned by an anonymous company
than when it is owned by an identified individual.
The Role of Communal Identification for Customer
Misbehavior Contagiousness
According to broken windows theory, the spreading of disorder
and crime also depends on interactions among community
members and resulting informal control mechanisms (Kelling
and Wilson 1982; Xu, Fiedler, and Flaming 2005). Ross and
Jang (2000) find that neighborhood disorder and social ties
interact; the latter buffer deleterious effects of misbehavior.
Sampson, Morenoff, and Gannon-Rowley (2002) reveal that
neighborhood ties (i.e., the communal identification among cit-
izens) reduce the negative consequences of misbehavior.
Other research suggests that the communal identification
among individuals increases feelings of responsibility and,
subsequently, the likelihood of exerting social control on oth-
ers who misbehave. Muniz and O’Guinn (2001), for instance,
identified a shared sense of responsibility as one element of
brand communities. Community members feel an obligation
to help the other members as well as to ensure the commu-
nity’s survival. This feeling of responsibility among commu-
nity members leads to disapproval and corrective reactions
by those who witness misbehavior, also themed as social con-
trol (Chaurand and Brauer 2008). These social control reac-
tions are more likely to be exhibited if the individual who
misbehaves (e.g., by littering) is an in-group member, with
whom the observer shares a sense of community, compared
to an out-group member (Nugier et al. 2009). Since misbeha-
vior in access-based services is likely to occur in the absence
of others, there is no possibility for a subsequent customer to
exert social control on the individual who misbehaved. When
they cannot directly exert social control, individuals may
react by removing the signs of misbehavior (Keizer, Linden-
berg, and Steg 2013).
These research streams suggest that communal identifica-
tion among customers should attenuate misbehavior conta-
gion. They even suggest that a high level of community
identification can reverse the effect, such that customers who
exhibit high communal identification will experience a heigh-
tened sense of responsibility to the community, exhibited by
correcting the signs of previous misbehavior. As Kozinets
et al. (2010) show that community members are well aware
of the communal norms underlying interpersonal interactions,
we assume that a reversed contagious effect does not operate
via changes in perceptions about social norms. Thus, we only
predict an effect of communal identification on contagion of
misbehavior.
Hypothesis 6: Communal identification moderates mis-
behavior contagion, such that for customers high in com-
munal identification, previous misbehavior will increase
positive behavior toward the accessed product.
Overview of Studies and Scale Development
We investigate the proposed framework in three studies, all in
the context of car sharing. In Study 1, we examine the general
contagious effect of previous misbehavior, perceived social
norms as the mediating variable, and moderation based on the
accessed product’s brand strength. In Study 2, we test the
accessed product’s owner anonymity as a moderator. Studies
1 and 2 involve scenario-based online experiments, Study 3
is a field experiment that investigates whether communal iden-
tification among customers of an access-based service leads to
reversed reactions to previous misbehavior.
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To capture the contagiousness of previous misbehavior in
Studies 1 and 2, we created a measure of one’s intention to mis-
behave. The degree to which misbehavior is perceived to be the
social norm, employed as the mediator across all three studies,
was captured with a measure of perceptions that other custom-
ers engage in such behavior. We developed these two new
multi-item measures using established scale development
guidelines (Netemeyer, Bearden, and Sharma 2003). In Study
3, misbehavior is measured by observing actual behavior in the
field experiment. For the sake of simplicity, we uniformly refer
to the dependent variables as ‘‘misbehavior.’’
In order to identify common misbehaviors for the mea-
sures, we conducted semistructured personal interviews with
14 customers of a car sharing service in Austin, TX (eight
females; 21 to 48 years old) recruited via a post on the com-
pany’s Facebook page. The interviews, which lasted an aver-
age of 36 minutes, were audio recorded and transcribed. We
collected responses on various topics, including usage
motives, identification with the company, and recommenda-
tion behavior, as well as whether participants had ever
encountered signs of previous customers’ misconduct and
what they experienced in particular. We then conducted a
content analysis that followed a phenomenological approach
(Smith, Flowers, and Larkin 2009). Specifically, one author
identified accounts of misbehavior from the transcripts, from
which, three authors identified specific deviant behaviors.
Additionally, we considered the quotes provided by Bardhi
and Eckhardt (2012) from their interviews with Zipcar cus-
tomers and the items from the Daunt and Harris’s (2011)
scale developed for an in-store hospitality setting. We com-
bined these insights to derive a set of 15 items that tap into
different aspects of misbehavior, including recklessness
(e.g., soiling vehicles), dishonesty (e.g., not reporting dam-
ages), and deliberate violation of existing norms (e.g., delib-
erate mishandling of vehicles). Expert judgments and
qualitative pretests helped us refine and reduce the scale to
5 items (see Appendix A). To assess respondents’ perceptions
of social norms (i.e., whether or not others misbehave), we
adapted the 5 items to refer to expectations about others’ mis-
behavior. In a pilot study with 47 undergraduate students,
both scales exhibited satisfactory psychometric properties.
An exploratory factor analysis of all items revealed two fac-
tors. All items loaded high on their designated construct
(loadings between .633 and .896) but low on the rival con-
struct (loadings between .038 and .391). These results indi-
cate that misbehavior and perceived social norms represent
two distinct constructs. In the two online studies, confirma-
tory factor analyses supported the validity and reliability of
both scales.
An alternative explanation for misbehavior contagion is
that subsequent users are engaging in negative reciprocity.
In other words, they may believe that retribution is the cor-
rect and proper response to unfavorable treatment (Eisenber-
ger et al. 2004). If this is the case, users respond to
misbehavior from prior users by misbehaving toward subse-
quent users. We measure the tendency to engage in negative
reciprocity and use it as a covariate in the analyses to show
that our predicted effects occur over and above any desire
to reciprocate bad behavior.
Study 1
Study Design and Method
This study was a 2 (previous misbehavior: yes, no)  2
(brand strength: low, high) between-subjects experiment. The
context for the experiment involved car sharing. We
employed a self-administered online questionnaire and
recruited a sample of 363 German respondents through the
online panel of a market research firm that provided small
monetary incentives for participation. The limitations created
by using panel participants as respondents—such as recruit-
ment bias and conditioning bias—were addressed by the
panel provider. Data were collected based on quota sampling,
such that the overall sample and each experimental group
were balanced in terms of gender (female ¼ 52.3%) and age
(M ¼ 41.84 years, agemin ¼ 18 years to agemax ¼ 65 years).
We accounted for any gender or age differences by including
both variables as covariates in the analyses.
Procedure. Participants were randomly assigned to one of the
four experimental conditions. To ensure that respondents allo-
cated enough attention and to create trust, the survey began
with a filler task. Next, respondents’ tendency for socially
desirable responding (Crowne and Marlowe 1960) was mea-
sured to control for such effects, as well as participants’ ten-
dency toward negative reciprocity. Participants were then
presented with a text-based and picture-based scenario about
a fictional free-floating car sharing service offering access to
cars of a specific brand. They were asked to imagine being a
customer who is about to pick up a reserved car. The vehicle’s
condition and brand differed according to experimental condi-
tion (see Appendix B for a detailed description of the stimuli).
Participants then completed the response items.
We manipulated previous misbehavior by showing partici-
pants pictures of either a dirty and damaged car (previous mis-
behavior) or a clean and not damaged car (no previous
misbehavior). The images were pretested to ensure a valid
manipulation and a manipulation check was included at the end
of the study. Specifically, participants rated previous custom-
er’s behavior using a set of 5 items (e.g., The previous user has
treated the car responsibly; a ¼ .98; 5-point Likert-type scale).
Respondents in the misbehavior conditions perceived previous
customers to have behaved significantly worse than those in the
no misbehavior conditions (Mprev. misb ¼ 1.47; Mno prev. misb. ¼
4.20; F(3,359) ¼ 417.64; p < .01).
To manipulate brand strength, the vehicle’s brand was men-
tioned in the text, and brand logos were displayed. We con-
ducted a pretest to identify two car brands that were equally
well known but had significantly different brand strength per-
ceptions. Audi and Daihatsu served as the strong and weak
brands, respectively. As a manipulation check, we measured
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respondents’ brand strength perceptions with 4 items (e.g.,
‘‘reliable/unreliable’’; a ¼ .96) on a 5-point semantic differen-
tial scale (Dodds, Monroe, and Grewal 1991). Audi was indeed
perceived as a stronger brand than Daihatsu (Mstrong brand ¼
4.42; Mweak brand ¼ 2.83; F(3,359) ¼ 205.07; p < .01).
Measures. All measures appear in Appendix A. Misbehavior
and perceived social norms were measured with the 5-item
5-point scales described previously. To reduce social desir-
ability bias, the perceived social norms measure came before
inquiring about respondents’ intended behavior. Both scales
exhibited satisfactory reliability scores (misbehavior: a ¼
.81, construct reliability [CR] ¼ .83; perceived social norms:
a ¼ .80, CR ¼ .86). The average variance extracted (AVE)
exceeded .5 (Fornell and Larcker 1981) for both misbehavior
(AVE ¼ .50) and perceived social norms (AVE ¼ .56). More-
over, AVE exceeded the squared correlation between both
constructs (r2 ¼ .18), indicating discriminant validity (For-
nell and Larcker 1981). Furthermore, an assessment of parti-
cipants’ responses to the socially desirable response style
items indicated neither a significant correlation with per-
ceived social norms nor with misbehavior. Respondents’ ten-
dency to engage in negative reciprocity, included as a
covariate, was measured with a 4-item scale (a ¼ .85) based
on Eisenberger et al. (2004).
Results
In order to investigate the contagion of previous misbehavior
as well as the mediation via perceived social norms and
the moderation by the accessed product’s brand strength,
we analyzed the data with PROCESS (version 2.1; Hayes
2013), which uses ordinary least squares regression and boot-
strapping procedures for estimating direct and indirect
effects. PROCESS estimates mediation, moderation, and
conditional processes (i.e., a combination of moderation and
mediation) with dichotomous independent variables. The
independent variables in the regression equations were the
covariates (i.e., negative reciprocity, gender, and age), previ-
ous misbehavior, brand strength, and the previous misbeha-
vior  brand strength interaction.
The regression on misbehavior revealed a significant
effect of previous misbehavior (b ¼ .39, t(356) ¼ 5.63,
p < .01), a marginally significant effect of brand strength
(b ¼ .13, t(356) ¼ 1.87, p ¼ .06), and a marginally sig-
nificant interaction (b ¼ .25, t(356) ¼ 1.76, p ¼ .08).
Negative reciprocity (b ¼ .19, t(356) ¼ 4.67, p < .01) and age
(b ¼ .01, t(356) ¼ 2.75, p < .01) each exerted a signifi-
cant, but small, effect, while gender was not significant (b
¼ .11, t(356) ¼ 1.38, p ¼ .17). These results indicate that,
even when controlling for individual proneness for revenge,
previous misbehavior is contagious, but the effect differs
by brand strength, providing support for Hypotheses 1 and
4 (see Figure 2). When the service was offered by a weak
brand, previous misbehavior led to increased misbehavior
(Mno prev. misb. ¼ 1.46 versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 2.05; b ¼ .52,
t(356) ¼ 5.17, p < .01). This was also the case when the
service was offered by a strong brand (Mno prev. misb. ¼
1.47 versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 1.74; b ¼ .27, t(356) ¼ 2.76, p <
.01), but the effect was weaker.
Hypothesis 2 predicts that previous misbehavior increases
the perception that the norm is to misbehave. A regression
analysis on perceived social norms showed a significant
effect of previous misbehavior (b ¼ .43, t(356) ¼ 7.70, p <
.01), brand strength (b ¼ .19, t(356) ¼ 3.40, p < .01), and
the interaction (b ¼ .35, t(356) ¼ 3.13, p < .01). Negative
reciprocity exhibited a significant, yet weak, influence (b ¼
.08, t(356) ¼ 2.45, p < .05). Neither gender (b ¼ .01,
t(356) ¼ .15, p ¼ .89) nor age (b ¼ .003, t(356) ¼
1.28, p ¼ .20) was significant. As with contagion, the
results indicate that the effect of previous misbehavior on
perceptions of social norms depends on brand strength
(Hypothesis 4). When the accessed product was of a weak
brand, the enhancing effect was stronger (Mno prev. misb. ¼
2.96 versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 3.60; b ¼ .61, t(356) ¼ 7.57, p <
.01), than when the accessed product was of a strong brand
(Mno prev. misb. ¼ 2.95 versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 3.21; b ¼ .26,
t(356) ¼ 3.26, p < .01).
The conditional process analysis (see Figure 3) revealed
that perceived social norms mediate the contagious effect
of previous misbehavior for weak (B ¼ .14, standard error
[SE] ¼ .05, 99% bootstrap confidence interval [CI] ¼ [.03,
.31]) and for strong brands (B ¼ .06, SE ¼ .03, 99% bootstrap
CI ¼ [.01, .15]). For both levels of brand strength, the 99% CI
excludes zero, indicating a mediating effect of perceived
social norms at p < .01, providing support for Hypothesis
3. There was a difference in the size of the direct effect of
previous misbehavior on misbehavior between weak (b ¼
.38, t(355) ¼ 3.54, p < .01) and strong (b ¼ .21, t(355) ¼
2.16, p < .05) brands. In sum, the contagious effect operates
through perceived social norms and is stronger when custom-
ers access a weak brand.
Discussion
In line with Hypothesis 1, previous misbehavior increases
respondents’ misbehavior intentions, thereby providing support
for the conceptualized contagion. This effect is evident even
when controlling for people’s tendency to want to reciprocate
prior misbehavior. Additionally, prior misbehavior increases
the extent to which others are expected to misbehave (i.e., mis-
behavior perceived as part of the social norms [Hypothesis 2]).
The mediation analysis shows that increased perceptions that
others engage in misbehavior drive contagion (Hypothesis 3),
supporting the underlying assumptions derived from broken
windows theory. Even when customers only indirectly experi-
ence misbehavior of others, it negatively influences their per-
ception of the norms among the customer group and thereby
affects their own behavioral intentions accordingly. The
strength of the accessed product’s brand acts as a buffer for the
contagiousness of previous misbehavior (Hypothesis 4). This
supports the assumption that the brand of the accessed product
Schaefers et al. 7
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Figure 3. Study 1: Conditional direct and indirect effects of previous misbehavior on misbehavior for weak and strong brand. **p < .01. *p < .05.
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Figure 2. Study 1: Misbehavior and perceived social norms by previous misbehavior and brand strength.
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serves as a stable cue. Hence, brands that are perceived posi-
tively reduce contagion.
Study 2
In Study 2, we investigate whether the anonymity of the
accessed product’s owner differentially affects misbehavior
contagion (Hypothesis 5). Furthermore, we again test the basic
assumptions regarding contagiousness and the role of per-
ceived social norms (Hypotheses 1–3).
Study Design and Method
The study was a 2 (previous misbehavior: yes, no)  2 (ano-
nymity of ownership: anonymous, identified owner) between-
subjects experiment, again in the context of car sharing. Data
were collected among the same online panel; however, none
of the participants in Study 2 had participated in Study 1. The
sample consisted of 352 respondents, balanced in terms of gen-
der (female¼ 51.4%) and age (M¼ 41.16; agemin¼ 18 years to
agemax ¼ 65 years).
Procedure. Similar to Study 1, after random assignment to an
experimental condition, participants completed an unrelated
filler task and answered the items measuring socially desirable
responding and tendency to engage in negative reciprocity.
Next, a text-based and picture-based scenario asked them to
imagine gaining short-term access to a car, with differences
in the stimuli according to experimental condition (see Appen-
dix B). Participants then completed the response items.
The pictures from Study 1, without the brand logo, served to
manipulate previous misbehavior. The manipulation was
checked with the same set of items (a¼ .98). It was successful,
as respondents in the previous misbehavior conditions per-
ceived the behavior of prior customers as significantly worse
than those in the no misbehavior conditions (Mprev. misb. ¼
1.52; Mno prev. misb. ¼ 4.23; F(3,348) ¼ 516.55; p < .01).
To operationalize ownership anonymity, we created two
contrasting scenarios. In the anonymous ownership condi-
tion, respondents read that they were customers of a fictional
free-floating car sharing service and were about to start using
a vehicle. For the identified ownership condition, respon-
dents read that they were members of a fictional peer-to-
peer car sharing platform and were about to pick up a car that
another member was renting out; they would thus meet with
the individual owning the vehicle to start the rental. These
scenarios were pretested for understanding of the
manipulation.
Measures. We measured misbehavior (a ¼ .79, CR ¼ .83,
AVE ¼ .49), perceived social norms (a ¼ .80, CR ¼ .85,
AVE ¼ .54), and negative reciprocity (a ¼ .84, CR ¼
.85; AVE ¼ .58) using the previously described scales.
Comparison with the squared correlation between the two
focal constructs (r2 ¼ .15) indicated adequate discriminant
validity of the scales. Social desirability did not correlate
with the responses to these two scales.
Results
To analyze the data, we again used PROCESS. The regres-
sion analysis on misbehavior showed significant effects of
previous misbehavior (b ¼ .33, t(345) ¼ 4.66, p < .01), own-
ership anonymity (b ¼ .24, t(345) ¼ 3.38, p < .01), and
the interaction term (b ¼ .30, t(345) ¼ 2.14, p < .05), sup-
porting Hypotheses 1 and 5 (see Figure 4). Negative recipro-
city (b ¼ .15, t(345) ¼ 3.38, p < .01) and age (b ¼ .01,
t(345) ¼ 2.40, p < .05) exerted a significant but weak effect
on misbehavior. No significant influence of gender (b ¼ .06,
t(345) ¼ .84, p ¼ .40) was evident. The results indicate that
previous misbehavior is contagious but that the effect differs
by ownership anonymity (see Figure 4). When the accessed
product was owned by an anonymous service provider, previ-
ous misbehavior increased misbehavior (Mno prev. misb. ¼ 1.61
versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 2.10; b ¼ .48, t(345) ¼ 4.75, p < .01).
When the accessed product was owned by an identified
individual, however, the increase was only marginally signif-
icant (Mno prev. misb. ¼ 1.52 versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 1.71; b ¼
.18, t(345) ¼ 1.81, p ¼ .07).
The regression analysis on perceived social norms showed
significant effects of previous misbehavior (b ¼ .39, t(345)
¼ 6.35, p < .01), ownership anonymity (b ¼ .19, t(345) ¼
3.04, p < .01), and the interaction term (b ¼ .46, t(345) ¼
3.77, p < .01). Negative reciprocity exerted a weak effect
(b ¼ .15, t(345) ¼ 3.89, p < .01), while neither gender (b
¼ .06, t(345) ¼ 1.02, p ¼ .31) nor age (b ¼ .001, t(345)
¼ .28, p ¼ .78) had an effect. The results indicate that the
effect of previous misbehavior on perceived social norms dif-
fers by ownership anonymity. The effect of previous misbe-
havior on the perception that misbehavior is part of the social
norm was significant when the owner of the accessed product
was an anonymous service provider (Mno prev. misb. ¼ 2.74
versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 3.37; b ¼ .62, t(345) ¼ 7.06, p < .01),
but was only marginally significant when the accessed prod-
uct was owned by an identified individual (Mno prev. misb. ¼ 2.80
versus Mprev. misb. ¼ 2.95; b ¼ .16, t(345) ¼ 1.85, p ¼ .07).
The conditional process model estimation, depicted in
Figure 5, revealed that perceiving misbehavior as the social
norm mediates misbehavior contagion for both anonymous
(B ¼ .16, SE ¼ .04, 99% bootstrap CI ¼ [.07, .26]) and iden-
tified product ownership (B ¼ .04, SE ¼ .02, 95% bootstrap
CI ¼ [.003, .09]). When comparing the two ownership anon-
ymity conditions, the contagious effect operates through per-
ceived social norms; however, the indirect effect is stronger
for anonymous ownership than for identified ownership.
Thus, Hypothesis 5 was supported. In addition to the indirect
effect of previous misbehavior on subsequent misbehavior
via perceived social norms, the direct effect was significant
for anonymous product ownership (b ¼ .32, t(344) ¼ 3.07,
p < .01), but not for identified ownership (b ¼ .14, t(344)
¼ 1.43, p ¼ .16).
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Figure 5. Study 2: Indirect effect of previous misbehavior on misbehavior. **p < .01. *p < .05. yp < .1.
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Figure 4. Study 2: Misbehavior and perceived social norms by previous misbehavior and ownership anonymity.
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Discussion
In line with the findings from Study 1, previous misbehavior
increases subsequent misbehavior (Hypothesis 1) and leads to
a stronger perception of misbehavior being the social norm,
which mediates its contagion (Hypotheses 2 and 3). At the
same time, the anonymity of the accessed product’s owner
moderates the relationship (Hypothesis 5). The results support
the assumption that encountering signs of previous misbeha-
vior in a more anonymous service relationship leads to a greater
perception of misbehavior being part of customers’ social
norms and thus to acting in similar ways. It is notable that in
less anonymous settings where the owner of the accessed prod-
uct is an identified individual, the effect of previous misbeha-
vior is almost offset.
Study 3
Customers of an access-based service may interact with the
accessed product, the service provider, and other customers.
After having investigated the first two aspects, Study 3 tests the
hypothesis that the communal identification among customers
also affects the contagiousness of previous misbehavior. We
specifically test whether greater communal identification
increases responsibility and thus reverses misbehavior conta-
gion (Hypothesis 6).
Study Design and Method
The study included one manipulated between-subjects factor
(previous misbehavior: yes, no) and one measured variable
(communal identification). In contrast to the first two studies,
we collected data in a field experiment. Because of the nature
of access-based services, the study could not be conducted in a
strictly public environment as was done in Keizer, Lindenberg,
and Steg (2008). We utilized an already existing car sharing
service. We recruited 41 students (female ¼ 31.7%; Mage ¼
22 years, agemin ¼ 18 years to agemax ¼ 31 years) at a German
university who were registered customers of a local car sharing
service with vehicles available near campus. Although there
will be differences in the extent to which participants vary in
their level of communal identification, this setting is likely to
result in a sample of participants with generally higher levels
of communal identification, as the students are enrolled in the
same university and are customers of the same service. How-
ever, as our primary intention was to show the relative impact
of communal identification, we deemed it as an appropriate
study setting.
Procedure. When advertising the study, the true intention was
disguised by telling students that they would assess the car
sharing service based on individual test-drives, in return for
extra class credit. Participants were required to reserve the car
sharing vehicle for a one hour time slot.
One week prior to the test-drive, each participant completed
an online questionnaire. In addition to filler tasks, this survey
prior to the test-drive measured participants’ tendency to
engage in negative reciprocity, levels of altruism, and commu-
nal identification with other customers of the service. On the
day of the test-drive, participants arrived individually at an
office on campus 15 minutes prior to their reserved time period.
To ensure similar driving times, each participant completed a
standardized task. Specifically, each student was informed by
one of the authors that they would deliver documents to a dif-
ferent campus and then return to the initial starting point. They
were given the documents, a printed map of their destination, a
bottle of water, and two small bags of candy. All of these items
could contribute to misbehavior toward the car. Participants
then walked to the vehicle and began the test-drive. After the
test-drive, they were asked to return to the office to complete
another survey. In addition to filler measures of attitudes and
satisfaction toward the car sharing service, this survey
assessed participants’ perceived social norms and included
the manipulation check.
Two assistants, unaware of the research hypotheses, pre-
pared the vehicle according to the randomly determined
experimental condition. In the no previous misbehavior con-
dition, the vehicle interior was clean. In the previous misbeha-
vior condition, two empty water bottles as well as a defined
number of candy wrappers and crinkled sheets of paper were
placed in the vehicle. As the participant was completing the
survey after the test-drive, the assistants evaluated the condi-
tion of the car’s interior, took four pictures from standardized
angles for later independent judgment, and prepared the vehi-
cle for the next participant.
The manipulation of previous misbehavior was checked
with the same set of items as in the previous studies
(a ¼ .97) in the survey after the test-drive. Participants in the
previous misbehavior condition perceived the behavior of
prior customers as significantly worse than those in the no
misbehavior condition (Mprev. misb. ¼ 2.58; Mno prev. misb. ¼
4.42; F(1,39) ¼ 35.72; p < .01), indicating that the manipula-
tion worked as intended.
Measures.Misbehavior was measured as the observed condi-
tion of the vehicle after usage, indicated on a 5-point scale
(1 ¼ in a better condition, 3 ¼ unchanged, 5 ¼ in a worse
condition); a higher number indicates greater misbehavior.
To test the reliability of the assistants’ observations, two
PhD students not involved in the research assessed the con-
dition of the vehicle based on the photos for a subsample of
observations. They viewed the photos of the vehicle’s inte-
rior before and after the rental and rated its condition on
the same 5-point scale for five randomly selected partici-
pants. All judgments were consistent with the assistants’
observations.
In the survey prior to the test-drive, negative reciprocity was
assessed with the previously described scale (a ¼ .77). Com-
munal identification was measured with a 4-item scale (a ¼
.74; Rindfleisch, Burroughs, and Wong 2009). Participants’
level of altruism, serving as an additional control variable, was
measured using 4 items (a ¼ .70) based on the scale by
Schaefers et al. 11
 by guest on July 21, 2015jsr.sagepub.comDownloaded from 
Rushton, Chrisjohn, and Fekken (1981). In the survey after the
test-drive, perceived social norms (a¼ .70) were captured with
the same scale as in the previous studies.
Results
Data analysis again used PROCESS. The independent
variables in the regression equations were the covariates (i.e.,
negative reciprocity, altruism, gender, and age), previous mis-
behavior, communal identification, and the previous misbeha-
vior  communal identification interaction. Communal
identification was mean-centered.
The regression on observed misbehavior showed significant
effects of previous misbehavior (b ¼ .59, t(33) ¼ 2.37,
p < .05), communal identification (b ¼ .36, t(33) ¼ 2.35,
p < .05), and the interaction (b ¼ .79, t(33) ¼ 2.59, p <
.05) (see Figure 6). A spotlight analysis (Irwin and McClelland
2001) revealed no effect of previous misbehavior among par-
ticipants with low communal identification (1 SD; b ¼ .01,
t(33) ¼ .01, p ¼ .99). In contrast, encountering previous mis-
behavior led participants with high communal identification
(þ1 SD) to leave the accessed product in a better condition
than before (b ¼ 1.19, t(33) ¼ 3.59, p < .01). We used the
Johnson–Neyman technique to determine the value of com-
munal identification at which observed behavior is no longer
significantly different across the level of previous misbeha-
vior (Johnson and Fay 1950). This occurs when (mean-cen-
tered) communal identification is equal to .10. In other
words, previous misbehavior increased participants’ respon-
sibility at values of communal identification above .10, but
had no effect below this value.
The contagious effect of previous misbehavior found in
Studies 1 and 2 was not replicated, which we discuss next.
However, these results provide evidence for a reversed conta-
gion for customers with high communal identification, thereby
supporting Hypothesis 6.
Discussion
Study 3 aimed to understand the role of communal identifica-
tion among customers of an access-based service on misbeha-
vior contagion. Further, by conducting a field experiment, we
intended to increase the external validity of our findings. On
the one hand, the results show that high communal identifica-
tion reverses contagion, as such customers exhibited responsi-
ble behavior by removing the remains of previous customers’
misbehavior, providing support for Hypothesis 6. On the
other hand, when communal identification was low, no con-
tagion was found. Although customers who do not identify
with the community left the remains of previous customers’
misbehavior unchanged, they did not exhibit misbehavior
themselves. We believe that we can explain this seemingly
contradictory result.
First, even though the sample included participants
qualified as low in communal identification compared to the
sample mean, all participants exhibited a relatively high
communal identification, with a mean value significantly
above the scale midpoint (M ¼ 4.15, SD ¼ .68, p < .01).
Thus, even those with low communal identification are likely
to identify more with fellow customers than consumers in the
broader population. The reason for this sample characteristic
is that participants all belonged to the same university where
they know that other students are also members of the ser-
vice. Additionally, while the setup of the field experiment
prevented participants from meeting during the study, they
were likely aware that previous customers were fellow stu-
dents who also participated in the study, which may have led
them to be less inclined to misbehave. In contrast, the parti-
cipants in Studies 1 and 2 were recruited via a market
research firm and thus neither knew each other nor had an
awareness of other customers of the fictional car sharing ser-
vice. They likely would exhibit greater variance in communal
identification. Second, communal identification was mea-
sured, which may generate dampened effects relative to a
manipulation of communal identification. It is possible that
manipulating communal identification would have led to a
contagious effect for the low communal identification parti-
cipants. Third, the brand of the accessed product, as evi-
denced in Study 1, could have further attenuated contagion.
The vehicles that participants used for the test-drives were
from the German car brand Opel. In the pretest conducted for
Study 1, this brand was evaluated as weaker than the Audi
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Figure 6. Study 3: Misbehavior by previous misbehavior and com-
munal identification.
Note. (1) Misbehavior was measured by assessing the condition of the
vehicle (1¼ better than before, 3¼ unchanged, and 5¼ worse than before).
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stronger than the Daihatsu brand (MDaihatsu ¼ 1.94, t ¼ 15.26,
p < .01). The relative strength of the brand could have attenu-
ated the effect of contagion. The field study setting did not
allow us to control for any effect of brand strength.
We ran a regression on perceived social norms, which
showed only a significant effect of previous misbehavior
(b¼ .43, t(33)¼ 2.09, p < .05). Irrespective of communal iden-
tification, participants had a stronger perception that misbeha-
vior is part of the social norm when they encountered previous
misbehavior (M ¼ 3.69) than when they were not exposed to it
(M ¼ 3.32). Thus, while the misbehavior manipulation did
affect low identifiers’ perceptions of social norms, it seems that
the effect was not strong enough to carry over to actual misbe-
havior, which we attribute to the nature of this specific setup.
General Discussion
Customers increasingly use access-based services that let
them forgo ownership and enjoy temporary access to goods.
The nature of such services, however, makes them prone
to customer misbehavior, which can have far-reaching
consequences by affecting subsequent customers’ behavior.
Although researchers have largely disregarded misbehavior
contagion, empirical evidence for such an effect as well as
the underlying processes and moderators is an essential pre-
requisite for identifying means to reduce the spreading of
customer misbehavior.
In the first two studies, we found that encountering indirect
misbehavior by others was contagious. In line with the
assumptions of broken windows theory, this spreading of mis-
behavior was found to be partly explained by how previous
misbehavior influences the perception customers have about
social norms. The findings show that the extent to which cus-
tomers think that misbehavior is part of the social norm med-
iates the contagious effect.
Study 1 focused on the moderating role of a stable charac-
teristic of the accessed product. This potential lever is espe-
cially relevant, as the product that customers gain access to is
at the core of such a service and thus directly influences the
service experience. The results revealed that greater strength
of the accessed product’s brand attenuates the misbehavior
contagion. In line with broken windows theory, a strong
brand is a cue that is incongruent to misbehavior and thereby
buffers customers’ perception that misbehavior is part of the
social norm.
Study 2 focused on the anonymity of the accessed prod-
uct’s owner as a moderator. This was based on the assump-
tion that anonymity increases the extent to which previous
misbehavior leads to a deterioration of perceived social
norms and thereby enhances the spreading of subsequent mis-
behavior. We found supporting evidence for such a modera-
tion; misbehavior contagion was found to be stronger in an
anonymous setting with the accessed product’s owner being
an impersonal service provider than in a setting where the
owner was an identified individual.
The focus of Study 3 was on the moderating role of commu-
nal identification among customers. Specifically, we tested
whether among customers high in communal identification,
experiencing previous misbehavior increases responsible beha-
vior. We found support for such a reversed contagious effect of
misbehavior.
Theoretical Contributions
We respond to calls to investigate the processes underlying
customer misbehavior (e.g., Fisk et al. 2010; Harris and
Reynolds 2003). To the best of our knowledge, misbehavior
contagion has been conceptualized on a general level (e.g.,
Harris and Reynolds 2003; Verhoef et al. 2009) but has not
been empirically demonstrated. We address this gap using
experimental studies that rely on both self-reported data
and observed behavior, thereby going beyond common
approaches (Fisk et al. 2010). With broken windows theory,
we provide a theoretical foundation that specifically con-
siders perceived social norms as an underlying driver of
contagion.
Second, we contribute by investigating the negative effect of
indirect misbehavior (i.e., occurring in the absence of others).
This extends the focus of previous research that has evaluated
only the direct impact of customer misbehavior on others’
satisfaction or service provider evaluation (e.g., Bitner, Booms,
and Tetreault 1990; Grove and Fisk 1997). Our research
demonstrates that indirect misbehavior can also have severe
negative effects.
Third, unlike existing literature on customer misbehavior,
we specifically consider variables that influence its contagion.
We identified the brand of the accessed product, anonymity of
the accessed product’s owner, and communal identification
among customers as three moderators. Thereby, we add to bro-
ken windows theory by revealing a mechanism to achieve what
has been termed as ‘‘fixing broken windows’’ (Kelling and
Coles 1997, p. 236). Although the theory proposes community
ties to buffer the spreading of disorder, possible reversing
mechanisms have not been considered. Our results show that
in a setting with high communal identification, customers seem
to act for the betterment of the community by removing the
signs of previous misbehavior.
Finally, our investigation adds to the growing research on
access-based services. As the industry’s importance increases,
questions arise regarding customer–object relationships (Dur-
gee and O’Connor 1995). Bardhi and Eckhardt (2012) discuss
the relevance of customer misbehavior in access-based ser-
vices. Our study highlights this relevance and offers the first
quantitative empirical study in this field.
Managerial Implications
Our findings have important managerial implications. Gener-
ally speaking, managers dealing with indirect customer misbe-
havior should expect it to negatively affect other customers’
behaviors. One customer who misbehaves can cause other
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customers to engage in similar misconduct. Therefore, misbe-
having customers and the physical outcomes of their misbeha-
vior should be minimized to keep other customers from being
affected and to prevent a vicious circle.
Companies providing access-based services may find it dif-
ficult to detect misbehavior before customers do. Our results
suggest three approaches that service providers can adopt to
reduce the contagious effects of misbehavior without requiring
that the product be checked in-between uses. First, companies
should use enduring product-related signals, such as a strong
brand, to reduce the contagiousness of misbehavior. This
requires that service providers ensure regular investments in
brand building and product maintenance. Second, managers
should decrease the service provider’s level of anonymity.
Rather than being perceived as an impersonal entity that
owns the accessed car, companies should aim for a more per-
sonal customer relationship to reduce or even offset the
spreading of customer misbehavior. One possibility would
be featuring employees, or even the CEO, of the service in vir-
tual customer contacts (e.g., company website and e-mail).
Moreover, the lack of personal contact between customers
and firm representatives could, for instance, be mitigated via
avatars that greet customers when entering the vehicle. This
approach would be in line with previous research that found
virtual sales assistants to increase trust, satisfaction, attitudes,
and purchase intentions (Holzwarth, Janiszewski, and
Neumann 2006; Keeling, McGoldrick, and Beatty 2010).
Third, our findings suggest that enhancing identification with
the community is an effective mechanism for reversing the
contagiousness of misbehavior. Schaefers (2013) found that
customers of access-based services use these services because
they desire to interact and build community with other cus-
tomers. Our results indicate that service providers should
respond to this desire and build a sense of brand community.
Such activities should be of high priority for decreasing
misbehavior.
Our results gain additional relevance with regard to the
common practice of using regulation (e.g., fines) or remote
surveillance (e.g., vehicle tracking) for addressing misbeha-
vior (Bardhi and Eckhardt 2012). This requires monitoring
and enforcement and may generate negative feelings that
customers are being watched or are distrusted. Although reg-
ulations may deter customers from misbehaving, some level
of misbehavior may still occur. Our results offer a comple-
mentary approach to address misbehavior contagion. The
moderators we investigated can be regarded as suitable levers
to address misbehavior via social responsibility. Instead of
investing in surveillance infrastructure, such as video cameras
in the vehicles, service providers should first implement the
approaches outlined previously to decrease misbehavior
contagion.
Limitations and Future Research Opportunities
Certain limitations should be considered when interpreting
the results. We focused on only one access-based business
model—car sharing. It is one of the most well-known and
economically relevant examples (Botsman and Rogers
2010), but companies offering access to other goods such
as fashion items face similar customer misbehavior. Our
approach to address contagious effects of misbehavior should
apply to access-based services in general. We hope further
research compares the suitability of a more personal relation-
ship and of product-related cues across different types of
access-based services.
Despite the high external validity of our field study, the
relatively homogeneous sample of student customers limited
our analysis to respondents with a generally high level of
communal identification. As outlined in the discussion, this
sample structure likely explains the nonsignificant conta-
gious effect among customers with lower levels of commu-
nal identification. Although we realize the large efforts
required for conducting a field study on customer misbeha-
vior, future research should try to replicate our analysis in a
more anonymous setting or manipulate communal identifi-
cation to validate the contagious effect of previous customer
misbehavior.
Based on broken windows theory, we focused our investi-
gation on product-related cues and anonymity as moderators.
In addition to these theoretically derived factors, existing
access-based business models have implemented fines as
well as incentives to influence customer behavior (Bardhi
and Eckhardt 2012). Future studies could investigate these
traditional control mechanisms in detail, for instance, by
comparing monetary to nonmonetary fines/incentives. Fur-
ther research should consider the interplay between such
punitive actions and the approaches we have identified. Other
studies could also compare to what extent the factors we have
investigated can insulate the service provider from significant
changes in customer satisfaction compared to fine/incentive
structures.
Related to the implementation of monitoring procedures
is the role of misbehavior detection. Fisk et al. (2010) list
the risk of being detected as an inhibitor of misbehavior.
As we outlined earlier, the nature of access-based ser-
vices—specifically, the fact that products are commonly
accessed without supervision and interim return to the ser-
vice provider—leads to smaller chances of misbehavior
being detected and attributed to its originator compared to
other services. Therefore, questions arise as to whether
detection likelihood actually influences misbehavior conta-
gion and how service providers may address this aspect. For
instance, in addition to punitive measures, the perceived
risk of being detected might be influenced by customers’
perceptions of social norms, offering a conceptual link
between broken windows theory and monitoring proce-
dures. Future research could thus investigate perceived
detection likelihood as an additional mediator of misbeha-
vior contagion.
We have investigated factors that affect misbehavior con-
tagion which are within a service provider’s control. At the
same time, it is likely that customer misbehavior as well as
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its contagiousness is influenced by situational variables. For
example, researchers can explore the influence of customers’
consumption goals (i.e., hedonic vs. utilitarian) of a specific
access-based service use. Additionally, as we only investi-
gated indirect misbehavior contagion, future studies should
examine the impact of direct misbehavior, that is, misconduct
in the presence of other customers (e.g., unknown others or
peers) in the consumption situation.
Finally, it would be worthwhile for future research to
study whom customers hold responsible for misbehavior.
In the opening product review, it is unclear who the cus-
tomer blames for the condition of the accessed vehicle.
Experiencing previous misbehavior could exert different
contagious effects depending on whether customers blame
previous customers for their misbehavior or blame the ser-
vice provider for failing to remove signs of previous
misbehavior.
Overall, we believe that while our investigation answers
important questions, a multitude of relevant questions about
customer misbehavior contagiousness in access-based services
remain that offer the potential to expand knowledge in this
domain.
Appendix








Misbehavior .81/.79/- .83/.83/- .50/.49/-
x1: I would not clean the car before returning it, even if I made it dirty .61/.59/- .33/.32/-
x2: I would not notify [the service provider/the owner] about a scratch I made in the car .77/.73/- .57/.56/-
x3: I would leave my trash in the car .69/.75/- .61/.73/-
x4: I would not notify [the service provider/the owner] if I slightly damaged the side mirror .85/.81/- .78/.73/-
x5: I would treat the car in a way that others may find unacceptable .52/.54/- .27/.26/-
Perceived social norms .80/.80/.70 .86/.85/- .56/.54/-
x6: Other customers would not clean the car before returning it, even if they made it dirty .63/.69/- .54/.58/-
x7: Other customers would not notify [the service provider/the owner] about a scratch they made in the car .70/.76/- .61/.65/-
x8: Other customers would leave their trash in the car .66/.70/- .57/.55/-
x9: Other customers would not notify [the service provider/the owner] if they slightly damaged the side mirror .74/.63/- .61/.48/-
x10: Other customers would treat the car in a way that others may find unacceptable .59/.56/- .44/.40/-
Negative reciprocity (Eisenberger et al. 2004) .85/.83/.77 .85/.85/- .58/.58/-
x11: If a person despises you, you should despise them .79/.73/- .65/.62/-
x12: If someone says something nasty to you, you should say something nasty back .85/.78/- .72/.63/-
x13: If someone treats me badly, I feel I should treat them even worse .70/.71/- .47/.49/-
x14: You should not give help to those who treat you badly .74/.78/- .50/.59/-
Communal identification (Rindfleisch, Burroughs, and Wong 2009) -/-/.74
x15: I really identify with other people who use [service provider]
x16: I really feel like I almost belong to a club with other [service provider] users
x17: [Service provider] is used by people like me
x18: I feel a deep connection with others who use [service provider]
Altruism (Rushton, Chrisjohn, and Fekken 1981) -/-/.70
x19: I have given money to a charity
x20: I have donated blood
x21: I have delayed an elevator and held the door open for a stranger
CFA model fit Study 1: w2(74) ¼ 199.35; w2/df ¼ 2.69; RMSEA ¼ .068; SRMR ¼ .047; CFI ¼ .93; NNFI ¼ .92
CFA model fit Study 2: w2(74) ¼ 258.05; w2/df ¼ 3.49; RMSEA ¼ .084; SRMR ¼ .061; CFI ¼ .90; NNFI ¼ .87
Note. Misbehavior scale employed in Studies 1 and 2 only, communal identification and altruism scale employed in Study 3 only. For Study 3 (field experiment),
actual misbehavior was analyzed instead of self-reported misbehavior. CFA ¼ confirmatory factor analysis; CFI ¼ comparative fit index; RMSEA ¼ Root Mean
Square Error of Approximation; SRMR ¼ standardized root mean square residual; NNFI ¼ nonnormed fit index; AVE ¼ average variance extracted.
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Appendix B
Table B1. Stimuli Used in Studies 1 and 2.
A: Study 1
[Introductory text, all participants]
You are a registered customer of the car sharing company AUTOshare that offers short-term rental of cars in your city. Now you rent a vehicle
from AUTOshare. You pick up the car where the previous user parked it. By holding your AUTOshare card against the card reader in the
windshield you unlock the vehicle, which is a [brand] car. At the beginning of your rental the condition of the vehicle is as follows:
Previous misbehavior and strong brand condition
No previous misbehavior and strong brand condition
B: Study 2
[Introductory text, anonymous owner condition]
You are a registered customer of the car sharing company AUTOshare that offers short-term rental of cars in your city. Now you rent a vehicle
from AUTOshare. You pick up the car where the previous user parked it. By holding your AUTOshare card against the card reader in the
windshield you unlock the vehicle. At the beginning of your rental the condition of the vehicle is as follows:
[Introductory text, identified owner condition]
You are a registered member of the Internet peer-to-peer car sharing community AUTOshare that lets car owners rent out their vehicles to
others. Now you are searching for a vehicle for short-term rental. You find another member close-by with whom you agree on a place and
time to meet and pick up the car. At the beginning of your rental the condition of the vehicle is as follows:
No previous misbehavior condition
Previous misbehavior condition
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